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PARENTS HAVE ROLE IN STEERING TEENS THROUGH PEER PRESSURES
By Terry Brenner 
University Relations
Adolescence isn’t a disease, although many parents of teen-agers might think 
otherwise. Some parents might, in fact, wish it were a disease easily dispatched with a magic 
potion readily available through the family doctor. Truth to tell, adolescents might wish the 
same at times.
The fact is, adolescents must experience this sometimes excruciating but altogether 
normal phase of life for one simple reason: It’s absolutely vital for passage from childhood 
into adulthood.
For parents it can be scary. And two of its scarier aspects are those bogeymen that 
threaten to lead children astray — peer groups and peer pressure. What parents need to 
remember, says Maggie Blay, a counselor and therapist working with The University of 
Montana s Wellness Program, is that peer groups give children the opportunity to be valued 
outside the home, and they provide comfort, intimacy and protection from loneliness. They 
also provide an arena in which adolescents can accomplish important developmental tasks, she




this they need to develop close relationships outside of the family so they can expand their 
world view."
Blay says that children begin experimenting with roles, values and beliefs starting about 
age 11. At that time they begin testing their family’s values in the peer group and reshaping 
those values to fit themselves. If they don’t do this, Blay says, "It’s like they’re putting on 
someone else’s suit of clothes." ___
That’s all well and good. But what concerns many parents is "negative peer pressure," 
Blay says, and how to deal with it. In her years of counseling parents and young people, she 
has found that adolescents with a strong sense of family values are least likely to succumb to 
such pressures. A healthy self-esteem is equally important, she says, so she encourages parents 
to bolster their children’s self-esteem not only by expressing love and affection but also by 
guiding children toward activities that nourish self-confidence. Here are some other 
suggestions for parents:
■ Encourage children to form bonds with organizations that have activities, such as 
music and sports. Then get involved in your children’s activities.
■ Keep track of your children’s day-to-day activities, including whom they spend time 
with and where. If your child has a friend you consider a negative influence, invite that friend 
over. Peer pressure works both ways.
■ Give your children honest information about drug use.
■ Set rules that are democratic and have logical consequences. This includes setting
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reasonable rules about social life such as when to be home, how many evenings out each week 
and what is not allowed.
"There always is the conflict between teens who want more freedom and parents who 
want their children safe," Blay says. "The problem is to bring those two goals closer together. 
Parents can help teens consider their choices and then let them experience the consequences of 
their choices. This involves the child in a democratic process."
Being popular packs powerful weight with teen-agers, so much so that they may make
bad choices in order to gain peer approval even after they’ve discussed choices a n d ___
consequences with their parents. Blay says it’s important to let children experience even the 
negative consequences of their choices -  unless the consequences would be too dangerous. 
Then parents must throw democracy out and step in to protect their children’s safety.
On the other hand, parents can help prepare their children to deal with negative peer 
pressure. They can, for instance, talk about what to say or do if drugs or alcohol are offered. 
They can help their children learn ways to suggest alternatives to something inappropriate their 
friends want to do. Finally, parents can develop a backup plan with their children for the times 
they might get into situations they can’t handle — including a code word or phrase that means 
"Come and get me out of this right away."
Blay cautioned about several factors in families that can put adolescents at risk for 
negative peer pressure: a chaotic home environment, lots of fighting in the home, frequent 
disagreements between parents, inadequate limits on or too much control of the child, an 
environment that appears to approve of drugs and alcohol, and the lack of nurturing.
Surly and rebellious as adolescents may seem at times, parents cannot excuse
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themselves from responsibility by assuming their children don’t need them or won’t listen to 
them. Teen-agers still need their parents — or some "beacon" presence — to help and guide 
them through this stage of growing up. If parents are to fulfill this role, they must be worthy 
of their children’s respect. They must be seen as reliable sources of information on life’s 
questions. Above all, Blay says, they must nurture the relationship.
"With that, everything else falls into place," she says.
m
TB
Dailies, weeklies 
PeerPres.NTU
